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ABSTRACT 

These papers concern the efforts of the O.S. Office 
of Education to eradicate "degree ■ills", that is, organizations that 
award degrees without requiring their students to neet educational 
standards for such degrees, standards that have been established and 
traditionally followed by reputable educational institutions. The 
rapid growth in degree aills and their negative effect on the 
Aaerican educational systes are eaphasized in light of persistent 
efforts to halt their advances. (BJB) 
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jriiW^WS Efforts of the U.S. Office of Education 
^l&l&tt***!'* In Relation to Degree Mills 

^ ~ The Office of Education once issued a list of degree mills in 1959-60. For 
approximately fifty years, a file had been maintained and augmented through 
qqM numerous sources: Inquiries, domestic and foreign; advertisements in pulp 
^1 and better magazines and newspapers; occasional cases prosecuted by the 
^ 8 Federal Trade Commission or the Bureau of Deceptive Practices of the Post 

oL 

Office Department; investigations by individuals and nongovernmental agen- 
1-lJ| cies; and complaints from State agencies, voicing the opinion that the 

Office of Education should exercise leadership in eradicating the persis- 
tent low-grade infection afflicting higher education in the United States 
1 9 and undermining its reputation at home and abroad. 

The 1670 annual report of the U.S. Commissioner of Education described the 
origin of the certification of academic credentials for overseas use, de- 
vised to distinguish valid degrees from those sold by fake enterprises. 
The earliest degree mill of record, Richmond College, Jefferson County, 
Ohio, was chartered in 1835. Dr. Walter Eells, in American Degrees . (19^0) 
closes his chapter on "Spurious Degrees" as follows: 

. • • • it may be safely stated that no recognized American 
\) college or university grants degrees s>lely by correspond- 

\* ence. A degree from any of the numerous present or defunct 

>0 degree mixls has nc academic value, receives no credit in 

Na the education world, or by examining boards for the differ- 

\) ent professions. Tt is harmful to the recipient, tending to 

^ discredit the professional and intellectual integrity of the 

it holder if he attempts to make any use < f it. One of the most 

4j unfortunate aspects of the matter is that often the holder of 

such a degree is a native of a foreign country, ambit iot ., for 
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advancement, with a high opinion of American educational 
institutions , and ignorant of the fact that for his hard 
earned currency, he has secured only a counterfei., and 
not a bona fide degree. Every effort, for the good of 
American higher education, should be made to protect the 
integrity of American college degrees • 

A fortuitious combination of events in early 1959 led to the decision that 
the one weapon available to the Office of Education under its original 
mission "to gather and disseminate information . • • and to promote the 
cause of education in the United States" was tnat of giving publicity to 
the problem by issuing a list of degree mills with supporting documentation 
of their fraudulent activities. The American Council on Education had ob- 
tained resources and engaged a researcher to study the problem and report 
his findings. The chairman of a Congressional subcommittee on appropria- 
tions had interrupted the hearings to ask the Secretary of Health, Education, 
and Welfare about a news item reporting the existence of more than 100 di- 
ploma mills in the United States. The Barr-Mateo decision had paved the way 
for cabinet officers to speak with impunity on matters affecting the public 
adversely. A new Assistant Commissioner for Higher Education, upon learning 
that the American Council on Education was unwilling to publish the names of 
degree mills, was successful :'-n persuading the Secretary of Health, Education, 
and Welfare to issue a list of degree mills at a press conference. 

In October 1959, the Secretary in a press conference spoke of the evils of 
degree mills and promised to issue a list at a subsequent press conference. 
At the same conference he announced his charge to the Commissioner to com- 
pile and maintain a list of degree mills and to publish in the Education 
Directory. Part Higher-Education and Accredited Higher Institutions a 



warrJLng to the public on the tactics of degree-mill operators. He requested 
the Division of Higher Education to prepare a list for release by April 1, 
I960. 

Responsibility for compiling the "list of alleged educational institutions 
whose activities are questionable because they purport to grant educational 
degrees without requiring the usual academic performance" was lodged with 
the same staff that had for a number of years maintained and expanded the 
"bogus" file. This file and the expertise developed by its holder were the 
primary source of the American Council on Education report America. Decree 
Mills (1959). The staff, increased by several temporary employees, devised 
and mailed questionnaires to several hundred "degree-granting" enterprises 
drawn from the existing files and uncovered in current publications. 

However, the DHEW General Counsel's office insisted that there must be evi- 
dence that the degree mill has actually conferred degrees without the usual 
requirements before it could be added to the list. Although estimates had 
run to more than 100 active degree mills, the list under restrictions imposed 
by the Ger.eral Counsel's office totalled only 33. It was not possible in a 
period of eight weeks to obtain verified information from the much larger 
group. Some understandably, did not reply. A subsequent list, prepared at 
the request of Congvesswoman Edith Green in 1965 and ignoring the evidentiary 
requirements oi the General Counsel's office brought the total up to 70 such 
enterprises. Recent additions, including a dozen in a single state, raise 
the known total today to 86. We are not prepared to sustain a public state- 
ment concerning those noj^.. having been subjected to the exhaustive inquiry 
made of those on the original list. 



The degree-mill project as announced by the Secretary consisted of three 
parts t Compilation and publication of a list of degree mills, conferences 
with Federal agencies to explore federal powers available to cope with 
evils inherent in degree-mill operations, and with religious leaders inas- 
much as degree mills frequently award so-called religious degrees and a 
Special Notice to be carried in the Education Directory * Part 2* Higher 
Education and Accredited Higher Institutio ns warning the public against 
degree mills. The conferences were held, and cooperation was offered. It 
became evident, however, that legislation by the states — not the Federal 
Government — was the principal avenue through which activities of degree- 
mill operations could be eliminated. The Education Director:,'' carried the 
Special Notice until 1969. The statement now is included in each edition 
of the relatively n^w Directory of Accredited Post secondary Institutions 
and Programs . 

Degree mills are flourishing in the United States today. And, inasmuch as 

the Office of Education is unable to publicize the names of specific decree 

Bills, virtually the only direct tool left to the Office in this area is 

publication of the "Special Notice" in directories and other publications. 

t 

It must be emphasised that this Special Notice has been employed significant!; 
by the Office of Education in at least two instances in 1970 against alleged 
degree mill operations. In both instances, John R. Proffitt, Director of the 
Accreditation and Institutional Eligibility Staff, representing the Office, 
presented testimony in Federal Trade Commission hearings against two alleged 
degree mills. Mr. Proffitt's testimony centered around the Special Notice, 
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and the fact that the Notice represents the USOE policy position regarding 
the nature «S decree ;,iills. In both cases, the U30K pns it ion, and the 
testimony offered Ly Us representative, were ro t ;urd:id as being highly oup- 
portive ar.d significant by FTC lawyers. 

The recc:.t rapid growth Ln degree mills Justifies the Offit ^ of Education in 

its traditional f>twv>r«itlan to practices that dxia^e the integrity of the 
Ar: ,rt d !»: Hie same State most stror.rly urging the development of 

a system of vxtuj.a.l decrees, recipient.* of ersatz degrees "earned" in another 
state are ; iaitolr.*' .trite and local school officials for recognition of these 
decrees, One of tlw State official.-; telephoned the Office of fcdacation in 
February 1 >71 to rc~.:a'.*st the stronrust statement which could be used concern- 
ing an enterprise whose operator had instituted a libel suit against the 
State official in th<* wajunt or $; 0,000,000. Allegedly, the* "u:;i vers ity" 
had grossed $375,CvJ during the previous year, ratting $200, 000 to its oper- 
ator. The total "t a> ?" in tnt. s eiucatioual mder world apparently is astro- 
nomical. The d.-r,:w-;:' • . n innocent forties, ;..o dourt is equally devastating. 

Attach-.'J is a copy oi' .he Seci -.tary's April i960 pres.- release concerning 

despree rriiilj. Special attention should bo called I? 'iu- Secretary's sv^e- 

Kent o:. paije I! of :'.<. April 1,60 reie.iso quoted h< rev i f \ : 

... I w\ .n 1 * .'•:•-•:•:{»; a.;'.:;-.: the ivsnor" ancj of v.-.d err; Lane i£ 
what a d- r? iul i: . It i:' a.-, rr.a. J.r. »tic.~. L.«at award 
dc:r<'.s w: . ru-.r. • ; — j • • i« r;t-.: c* rr.oe- • • \?Hoivi 
j-: . . xd., . : .':c\. i :.: e a '.'i/.h. u \.\d f .ra ....LoruJ.V 
f c : *-id l; ."'..i. itabl. : :-:a:,i.-.' ;j. i'.n* . ! .':*L?:» \ deyi 
ri ..J i* ie< ••• .ei 'e. « i'rr. ■ ..'..* ^o- •» -Led i-.j.u »itj r . 
to • •£.> *au u t. riisrcorer.cntat-i.is, or it m^ies .. 
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pos«lble for the recipients of Its decrees to perpetrate 
a fraud on the public • 

These decree i:t 1 1 1 3 , therefore, undermine the reputation 
of American education both at home and abroad and create 
hostility toward this country on the part of their over- 
seas victim*. It is likewise clear that they work an 
injustice on the individuals who are deceived by their 
claims. 

During l q 70 and 1971, the Office of Education became aware of an apparent 
upsurge in the activities oi degree-mill type operations. As a result of 
a growing concern over these activities — along with concerns generated 
by a range of unethical behavior exhibited by some postsecondary educational 
institutions Dr. Sidney P. Marland, Assistant Secretary tor Education, 
and Chairman of the. Federal Interagency. Committee on Education, took action 
to appoint, in February 1974, a F1CE Task Force ov Educational Consumer 



Protection. This Tar.k Force later was transferred into a Subcommittee of 
the Interagency Committee. 

One of the Important contributions of the F1.CE Subcommittee on Educational 
Consumer Protection has been to facilitate the award of a Federal gr3r.t 
of funds contributed jointly by the Depart nent of Defense, Veterans 



Administratis and Office of Education — to the Education Commission of 
the States to develop model State legislation for the chartering of 
private decree granting institutions and the approval of postsecondary 
occupational schools. This model legislation was formally adopted by the 
Education Commission of the States on June 28, 1973. A primary purpose of 
the model legislation is to provide both a stimulus and guidelines to the 
States for the development of adequate mechanisms for the regulation of 

degree-grant: ng enterprises. 
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Statement 

By 

Arthur S. FlemmLng 
Secretary of Health, Education, and Welfare 

Last October, I announced the beginning of a program to help combat the 
educational blight known as degree mills. 

I said at the time that the Office of Education would compile and make 

> 

public a list of alleged educational institutions whose activities are 
questionable because they purport to grant educational degrees without 
requiring the usual academic performance. 

We have reached the point in compiling this information where a preliminary 
list can now be issued. This list, which is attached, represents the most 

0 

current information available on the subject. The U.S. Office of Education 
obtained the information presented in this list from a number of sources 
but primarily by use of a questionnaire sent to the schools during the past 
8 weeks. The schools themselves therefore provided us with much of the in- 
formation which serves as the basis for this preliminary list. 

The U.S. Coroissioner of Education wished to be equipped with the information 
contained in this first list of degree mills before undertaking the two re- 
maining parts of the program contained in my first announcement. With this 
information as a basis, he will now seek: 

— A conference with representatives of the Departments of Justice and 
State, th«5 Office of the Postmaster General, the Federal Trade Commission 

9 
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«„d appropriate rar ,.^verr.nentel agencies, to reexamine whatever Federal 
powers are available to cope vdth the evils inherent in degree mill opor- 
at ions. 

— A conference with rcli<$ious leaders, inasmuch as degree mills 
frequently award so-called religious degrees. 

In releasing this list today, I wis. to reemphasize the importance of under- 
standing what a degree mill is. It Ls an organization that awards degrees 
without requiring its students to me t educational standards for such degrees 
established and traditionally followc 1 by reputable educational institutions. 
A degree mill either receives fees fnm its so-called students on the basis 
of fraudulent misrepresentations, or it makes it possible for the recipients 
of its degrees to perpetrate a fraud on the public. 

These degree mills, therefore, undermine the reputation of American education 
both at home and abroad and create hostility toward this ccontry on the part 
of their oversea* victims. It is likewise clear, that they *.t>rk an injustice 
on the individuals who ar3 deceived by their claims. 

In compiling this list, we have considered three broad categories: 

1. Degree mills currently operating. 

2. Degree mills closed recently enough to constitute a 
problem through activities of their "alumni." 

3. Degree mills established in the United States but now 
active exclusively abroad. 
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The active decree mills about Which thin Department has information arc 
currently operating in 9 States. They offer a variety of degrees at prices 
known to range frcm donations to $50"). One dugree mill accepts a "free will 
offering" a3 it;> price for any of L degrees. The facilities of decree mills 



the library, to 1/, buildings, 3 laboratories and 10,000 library volumea of 
one school which recornxsnis, but cbey not require, a year's residence. Our 
evidence indicates that 11 of Lhest institutions are active abroad. Six 
have granted decrees in India, Pakistan, Yaiwxi, Lebnnon, Iran, Germany, 
Hong Kong arid thu Union of 5c. %h Afr.'.ca, 

I am not so optirJ jtic ?.s to l3l.ev? .hat we have u:i<<>.'ored all degree lulls 
sime public att .o . was c'.r,i..n to th ! s situation so«.« i'ive r- n-..hs a^o. 



Therefore, thrcv . I he- Office cf Education, v/o vrill continue to rok« kr:- •» 

th° exirte*' .e of ' r±\1$ wr?:ic cr he find thetii c- •. .*sti v:- It i~ : . - the 

puolic intt.est • uf to r route a :»atico.;d .-.J int** •• atio mi jv:xen*s-: \ 

*le inad.. :wy a ; . -or v : Le\ sj of d'«:oe mix'. 



in the attached list ranre fn 



o::i r.o buildings, laboratories, or volumes in 





IUS. DEPARTMENT OF HEALTH, 
EDUCATION, ANT) WELFARE 



Office of Education 
bureau of Postsecordaty Education 



WASHINGTON, D.C, 20202 

DECREE MILLS 

In the United States no reputable Institution of higher education 
confers degrees solely on the basis of correspondence study* The 
lax chartering laws in some States permit the existence of correspondence 



schools whose practices amount virtually to the sale of degrees* Such 
organizations are commonly referred to as degree mills, a degree mill 
being defined as an organization that awards degrees without, requiring 



its students to meet educational standards for such degrees established 
and traditionally followed by reputable educational institutions* Most 
of these degree nills operate solely by mail. In many cases Itaffs and 
plants do not even exist. 

Degree mills are a serious threat to American educational standards 
in several ways. They damage, by misunderstanding in the public mind, 
legitimate and reputable correspondence school*. They defraud those who 
honestly believe they have j-ecetved recognition from a legitimate 



institution of higher education. They lower American prestige abroad 
by deceiving foreign students. 



of more than 30 organizations designated as degree mills. The Initial 
list, which is attached hereto, consists of three classes of organizations: 
degree millu currently operating, degree mills assumed to be inactive, 



The Office of Education, in April i960, issued a preliminary list 
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and degree mills originally established in the United States but 
active exclusively abroad. Evidence from several sources indicates a 
much larger number of degree mills than have been identified* As 
additional information on degree mills is obtained, the Office of Education 
will release it. 
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